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20 THE CLASSICAL JOURNAL 

THE ORACLE IN HERODOTUS v. 79 

When the Thebans, desiring vengeance upon the Athenians, consulted 
the Oracle at Delphi, they received the answer: h troXv^rfiwv efevttKavras 
w oyX MTTa 8«<r0cu. On the return of the messengers sent to consult 
the god, they held an assembly and reported the oracle (i£e<f>epov to xpt 
0-Trjpiov dAo/v iroo/o-afievoi). The people were puzzled about the meaning of 
t<3v ayxitrro, because their nearest neighbors were already giving them 
assistance. Finally someone suggested that Asopus had two daughters, 
Thebe and Aegina, and the god probably meant that they were to ask the 
Aeginetans to become their avengers. So the Aeginetans were asked to 
give assistance "according to the oracle, because they were the next of kin." 

Herodotus makes no reference to any doubt concerning the meaning of 
■7roX.v<j>riiwv. The accepted modern interpretation is "the many- voiced," 
i. e., the ayopd or ocKAijo-ia. This is supported by reference to Odyssey 
ii. 150: d\\' 5rt Si; /j.t<T<rrp> ayopi/v 7roA.v</>ij/«)v iKto-Orjv; and to Hesychius: 
7toXv<£i7/«>s • IkkXijcthj, Iv fj woXXal <f>fjfjiai koX kXjj8ov«s el<rt. If anything 
more were needed to make the interpretation perfectly satisfactory, we 
have the action of the Thebans after the return of the messengers; namely, 
i$i<j>tpov to xptjO-Tiqpiov a\(rp> 7roi)j(To/i«vot, with its repetition of i£evaKav- 
ras in l£i<f>tpov, and its aXcrjv to correspond to Hesychius' definition of 
iroXvi^ij/xov. Oracles, however, are noted for their double meanings, and 
it is possible that in this one not all the ambiguity lies in iw ayxiora. 
IIoA.w<£i7/*os inevitably brings to mind the Cyclops blinded by Odysseus, 
and it is hardly probable that the term was so commonly used for «kkXi^ 
o-la as not to require the article, even in oracular verse, except "with 
intent to deceive." Further, «K<£tpetv es and ava<f>eptiv « may be used 
with individuals as well as with assemblies; cf. Herod, i. 157. 12; id. 
ix. 5. 5. But what meaning can there be in the command, "take counsel 
of (lay the matter before) Polyphemus and ask aid of the nearest?" 
Now when Polyphemus was blinded by Odysseus, he "called loudly upon 
the Cyclopes, who dwelt round about him" (Od. ix. 399). When they 
came and found that "no man was doing him violence," they advised 
him to call upon his father Poseidon. The wanderings of Odysseus are 
the result of Poseidon's favorable answer to his son's prayer for vengeance 
(Od. ix. 528-36). Thus the answer of the oracle to the Thebans in 
their quest for vengeance might be understood to mean: "take counsel of 
Polyphemus (i. e., follow the example of Polyphemus), and ask aid not 
of your neighbors, but of your next of kin." This, at least, is the inter- 
pretation of t<Sv ayx«7Ta Seicr&u which the Thebans accept. 

A. G. L. 



